


















































































                                                 
1  The  Globe  and  Mail,  Saturday,  30  January  2010.  I  recently  spent  a  sabbatical  leave  in 
Australia,  which  has  a  national  productivity  commission  with  this  stated  mandate:  “The 
Productivity Commission  is  the Australian Government's  independent  research and advisory 
body  on  a  range  of  economic,  social  and  environmental  issues  affecting  the  welfare  of 
Australians. Its role, expressed simply, is to help governments make better policies in the long‐
term interest of the Australian community. As its name implies, the Commission's focus is on 
ways  of  achieving  a  more  productive  economy  ‐  the  key  to  higher  living  standards” 
(http://www.pc.gov.au/about‐us).  A  key  topic  in  the  run‐up  to  the  2010  Australian  federal 








































                                                 










































                                                 





































                                                 





problem. The  stagnation  tendency  relates,  in  fact,  to  a problem of overproduction and  the 
tendency  of  the  economy  surplus  to  rise,  so  that  there  is  a  lack  of  sufficiently  profitable 





















































































































                                                 
9 Those who have read Robert Persig’s (1974) Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance: An 




10 For Marx, productivity plays a  significant  role  in capitalist’s drive  to accumulate,  thus  the 
productiveness of  labour  is  important and becomes contested  terrain. As Wallerstein  (2011, 
32) puts it: “The driving underlying objective of capitalists in a capitalist system is the endless 






































                                                 
11 The core of the modernization argument was captured by W.W. Rostow (1991) in his book 
The Stages of Growth: A Non‐Communist Manifesto, first published in 1960, and subsequently 
republished  in  various  editions.   Rostow  argues  that  there  are  five  stages  that  societies  go 
through  in developing:  (1)  the  traditional  society,  (2)  the preconditions  for  take‐off,  (3)  the 
take‐off, (4) the drive to maturity, and (5) the age of high mass consumption. Not only is this 
depiction purely economistic, it encompasses the notion that production is for and should be 







































                                                 


















































































                                                 
15  The Disney Corporation has  recently  gotten  into  this business, with  its human  resources 
people delivering seminars to health care and educational institutions on how the successes of 
Disney  can be  applied  to other  service  industries.  Service users  are no  longer patients  and 
students, but consumers or, in Disney’s lexicon, “guests.” So these industries can benefit from 































































































































                                                 





































                                                 
17 My discussion here is based on secondary sources cited below, and primary research. The 
primary data presented below  is drawn  from  interviews with provincial and  federal human 









































































































































































































































































































                                                 
22 The Globe and Mail, 18 October 1994. 
23 In Canada we have seen countless government commissions and reports that too often sit 
and collect dust. 
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with	no	apparent	end	in	sight.	Under	capitalism	the	question	of	“how	much	
is	enough”	has	no	answer.	But	since	circa	1970	we	have	been	in	a	
structural	crisis	of	the	world	capitalist	system.	At	present,	right‐wing	
political	economic	tendencies	prevail	in	the	world	system,	but	the	crisis	
opens	windows	of	opportunity	for	those	on	the	left.	
Wallerstein	(2011)	says	we	are	currently	witnessing	a	contest	
between	two	forces.	One	includes	proponents	of	the	spirit	of	Davos	(the	
World	Economic	Forum),	who	want	a	different	system,	but	one	that	retains	
the	essential	features	of	capitalism	–	hierarchy,	exploitation	and	
polarization.	The	other	includes	proponents	of	the	spirit	of	Porto	Alegre	
(the	World	Social	Forum),	who	want	a	relatively	democratic	and	relatively	
egalitarian	system.	Taking	the	side	of	the	second	group,	Wallerstein	(2011,	
37)	suggests	some	short‐term	and	medium‐term	actions	we	can	take:	“In	
the	short	term,	one	consideration	takes	precedence	over	all	others	–	
minimize	the	pain.”	This	means	doing	all	we	can	to	help	those	suffering	
under	current	conditions.	At	the	same	time,	we	need	to	maintain	the	five	
medium‐term	goals	of	(1)	emphasizing	serious	intellectual	analysis,	and	
not	just	by	intellectuals,	(2)	rejecting	economic	growth	and	replacing	it	
with	decommodification,	(3)	creating	local	and	regional	self‐sufficiencies	
as	part	of	an	“alterglobalization”	movement,	(4)	ending	the	existence	of	
foreign	military	bases	and	stopping	waste	of	the	world’s	resources	on	
military	uses,	and	(5)	ending	fundamental	social	inequalities.	He	notes,	of	
course,	that	everything	is	contingent	upon	avoiding	the	“pending	
supercalamities”	of	irrevocable	climate	change,	vast	pandemics,	and	
nuclear	war	(see	also	Wallerstein	1998;	Amin	2008,	2011).	
	 In	promoting	fundamental	social	transformation	we	must	focus	on	
quality	of	life,	not	quantity.	We	must	begin	with	the	question	"What	are	we	
producing	and	why?"	In	opposition	to	capitalism,	we	must	advocate	an	
economy	that	promotes	human	needs	without	putting	undue	stress	on	the	
natural	world.	In	short,	a	socialist	economic	program	is	required	to	develop	
ideas	such	as	those	discussed	above.	Others	have	outlined	suggestions	for	
carrying	out	such	a	program	that	are	worth	considering.	Developments	in	
countries	such	as	Cuba,	Venezuela	and	Bolivia	regarding	social	priorities	
and	sustainable	development	are	encouraging	(Hart‐Landsberg	2010).	
Ultimately,	as	these	and	other	cases	show,	improvements	in	living	and	
working	conditions	will	result	from	the	struggles	of	social	movements	
fighting	for	social	rights.	And	this	will	require	creation	of	a	genuinely	new	
economy	that	favours	people	and	their	environment	over	production	for	
the	sake	of	production	and	consumption	for	the	sake	of	consumption.	It	is	
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clearly	past	time	to	replace	the	growth‐oriented	model	of	capitalist	
production	with	a	model	of	ecological	and	humane	sustainable	production.	
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